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"GIVE YE THEM TO EAT"

Luke 9:10-17

Donald Soper is one of the most practised and effec-

tive open air preachers in the English speaking world* This
distinguished Methodist is a familiar figure in London^s
Hyde Park and Tower Hill* Years ago when he was still

young in the ministry he was having a go at an open air ser-
vice at a time when the British Empire was paralyzed by a

coal strike* He was interrupted in the middle of his sermon
by an angry , strident voice that put to him the question:

"What do you think of the wage solution that has been offered

for our claim?" Young Soper paused for a moment and then

blurted out: "I believe, my friend
s

in the inviolability of

human personality." The man
5
angrier still , replied, "So

what?" 1

However much the "in" language of faith may speak
to us s it says precious little to the multitudes whose felt

needs do not include a glossary of theological terms or a

dictionary, but center largely in such basic items as food,

clothing and shelter . That's why the story of the feeding of

the five thousand continues to attract us* It tells of a press-
ing human need -- hunger; and how Jesus came through with
more than enough for all.
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Don !
t let your needle stick at the point of miracle in

this story, lest you lose something more important. Those
who approach Scripture with the working assumption that

supernatural intervention in history is impossible look for

ways to get around the miraculous in this event — which by
the way is recorded in all four gospels, Jesus by the force
of his personality made people forget that they were hungry,
that's one way. Or, Jesus , by making an example of the

little boy with the loaves and fishes , inspired others to

break out their lunch and share.



The report of a miraculous feeding, however, is

very well established in the memory and records of the ear-

ly church, I am inclined to go along with Robert Leckie
when he says: "If we accept the stupendous mystery of the

Incarnation — that God Who made man, became man, to

save what He had made — should we boggle at a few pots of

water made wine or lepers made clean? Should we be the

ones who strain at a gnat and swallow a camel?" 2

But suspend for the time being the question of mira-
cle here and focus on the dialogue which is really at the heart

of this episode. The whole affair turns on two lines: "Send
them away." "Give ye them to eat,"

"Send them away." So spoke the disciples. How
characteristic of us that is. We have a way of wanting not

to see the painful side of life. The multitudes were accept-

able when they were attentive, responsive and in a good
mood. But when the pangs of hunger made them a bit surly

and unruly, the disciples wanted them dispersed.

William James put his finger on this common human
failing when he said: "We divert our attention from disease
and death as much as we can; and the slaughter-houses and
indecencies without end on which our life is founded are
huddled out of sight and never mentioned, so that the world
we recognize officially in literature and in society is a

poetic fiction far handsomer and cleaner and better than
the world that really is." 3

This is why the people of Gadara made sure that the

demoniac was kept outside in chains. Why should decent
people in the normal intercourse of life have to look on the

likes of that? This is why we are so slow to hire the handi-

capped. This is why our penal institutions and houses of

correction are usually to be found in out of the way places
off the beaten track. I suppose it's possible for us these
days to keep the painful, the unwelcome and the unpleasant
out of sight, but thanks to the insurgency of newspapers and
radio and television, we cannot keep earth's unfortunates
out of mind.
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"Send them away^" They are not our responsibility ,

They do not fall within our jurisdiction or sphere of compe-
tence One of the most heated arguments that I have ever
had in my life I had with a taxi driver here in New York not

so long ago (He thinks he won and I am sure I dido ) Some-
thing was troubling him. He came down hard, from Kennedy
Airport on in, with his diastribe against what he called quasi

-

iiberals who are always wanting to give somebody else ?s

power 9 somebody else's rights , somebody else y s money
away e His anger extended to people who live at a distance

from the problems they seek to solve: Politicians who
pontificate on public education but send their children to

private schools; people who ride to work in private cars
but vote on a thirty cent subway fare; self-styled prophets
who advocate integrated neighborhoods but live in segreated
communities thems elves . This mood of detachment is pre-
sent in us alic The impoverished of our society , and indeed

of the world at large
s live beneath the passing of the buckc

Eventually they wear out in the shuffie a "Send them away "

But Jesus responded, "Give ye them to eat." How
characteristic of Him that is* And to think that He might
have preached a sermon at this point, based on his own ex-

perience
s on the importance of fasting. Had he not logged

forty days and forty nights in the wilderness ? Of what con-
sequence is the missing of one meal against that record?
One can feel his sympathy,, He does not try to preach. He
does not suggest to them that their need is not authentic.

He turns to the disciples and says s "Give ye them to eat,"

If Christianity means anything at ali
5
my friends,

it means being responsible for* That was the lesson our

Lord was trying to teach the disciples 9
being responsible

for! This is not a natural insight* This is a spiritual in-

sight c How frequently these days those words meet us in

the course of daily life* "Not Responsible Fore" One hangs
his coat up in a restaurant and faces into a. sign that says

"Not responsible for lost or stolen itemSc" One reads the

small print on an airline or railroad ticket and discovers
that the line is not responsible for delays or cancellations

.
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One purchases an appliance and learns that the producer is

not responsible for manufacturing defects after ninety days.

Such disclaimers have become the theme of our life.

I don't use drugs; therefore I am not responsible for addicts.

I don't own an apartment house; therefore I am not responsi-

ble for slums . I don't mistreat minorities; therefore I am
not responsible for prejudice I'm not a District Attorney;

therefore I am not responsible for crime. I'm not a congress-
man; therefore I am not responsible for Vietnam. I'm not a

manufacturer; therefore I am not responsible for industrial

pollution* Wherever Jesus Christ is honestly received and
faithfully obeyed we will take responsibility for our brother.

Franklin Litteli tries to put some of the gloss back
on the term "brotherhoods" when he describes it as "The
quality most denied by the heathen,* most doubted by the

world and most dearly loved by those who have beheld the

glory of the seamless robe of Christ." 4 "Send them away."
"Give ye them to eat."

What does all of this say to us ? Quite obviously our
situation is different. The needs that surround us are far

more clamorous and serious than the need that Jesus was meet-
ing on that occasion. There it was a matter of a single meal.
We are becoming increasingly aware of masses of people for

whom privation is a way of life s or should we say a way of

death. And our resources are not what they were in that

story. We have something more going for us than five bar-
ley loaves and two pickled fish!

I do not wish to assault you with figures, but let me
place a few before you, Seventeen million Americans live

in slums. As of 1967 ten percent of all white families

,

thirty-five percent of ail black families
s
and fifty-eight per-

cent of ail black families over 65 lived in poverty. And pov-
erty here is defined as having to live on $4. 90 per person
per week. Even though we Americans are only six percent
of the world's population we consume from thirty-five to
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fifty percent of the world's nonrenewable resources It's

as though we were sitting down to a steak dinner in Macy's
window

9
while gaunt , emaciated forms were looking at us

through the glass — some of them with stones in their hands ,

I agree with Albert Van Den Heuvel: "If the conflicts

of our day degenerate into violence; it is not because the

young* the coloured and the poor are irresponsible and de-
structive but because the old 5 the white and the rich have
forgotten their own history* defended their power and wealth
acquired in earlier conflicts and have lost their active hope,

5

"Give ye them to eat " You hear that word I hear
that word. What can we do? I do not speak as one who has

a ready-made answer. The agony is as hard on me as it is

on you* At times we are all tormented into inertia by the

enormity of the problem,, Consider this as one possible re-
sponse.

Firsts as individual Christians? we can look to our
personal expenditures and reexamine our priorities. Are
we in truth practising the stewardship of wealth? What? if

anything., have we actually denied ourselves that others

might come up? There is something to be said for voluntary
austerity that cannot be dismissed as a hangover from Puri-
tanism,

I remember years ago discussing with a robust mem-
ber of the Roman Catholic Church this very point. It was
this man's practice to live high. Everything was first-class.

Everything was the best that money could buy. And with it

all he was a very serious member of the Christian commun-
ity. He would argue j "What would happen if I didn't go first-

class ? Somebody else would c What would happen if I didn't

eat the finest cut of steaks ? Somebody else would. What
would happen if I denied myself a three hundred dollar suit?

Somebody else would buy iL"



I have two answers for this defense of privilege., both

of them provisional* First s a man has to live with himself.

Even if his own attempts at self-denial cannot be seen to lead

directly to world improvement; he must be true to his lights.

The second answer centers in something I remember from a

course in Economics long ago. Every time one of us buys

something, whether it be an automobile or a box of aspirins
§

we are in effect saying to the retailer and the manufacturer
""•replace this item " If those who produce our goods got the

message from a number of us that we would be happy and

satisfied with less in order that others might have more s

change could be effectedc

And we could do with a little imagination here* I

knew some Christian business men in Roanoke. Virginia who
enjoyed the stock markets They got together and started an
investment club= They followed the market carefully;, placed

their money wisely and had the joy of using their profits to

support missionary enterprises at home and abroad*,

We are not just individuals , however , we are members
of a church, I believe the church is still a viable instrument
for the transmission of help to the worido It is unfortunate

that we have knocked the church at this point* The Christian
church over the years has done more on a broader front with
limited funds to uplift humanity than any other single institu-

tion. Riverside Church would do well to tighten its relation-

ships with parent denominations in the awareness that save
for local benevolent enterprises- denominational boards are
better equipped to uncover needs , weigh priorities and ad-
minister help When we release our concern for others
through the church, we are assured of order 9 breadth and
depth,

Order.- Michael Brody is at once a pathetic and win-
some figurec But we have learned from MichaeJ Brody that

to walk through the streets peeling off money is hardly the

way* Something more than random handouts is called for c.

We need breadth, lest we only think of those causes
that have the best PR at their disposal or the loudest voices
Jacques Ellul gets to a very sensitive nerve in me when he
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talks in his book on Violence about the interesting poor and
the poor that are not so interesting,, "The interesting poor
are those whose defense is in reality an attack against
Europe, against capitalism and against the USA« The unin-
teresting poor represent forces that are considered passe."
The interesting poor he identifies as Negroes in the United
States and South Africa, the North Vietnamese, the Vietcong,
the Palestinian Arabs, and the poor of Latin America. The
uninteresting poor are the Biafrans, massacred by the feder-

al troops of Nigeria; the monarchist Yemenites; the South
Sudanese destroyed en masse by the North Sudanese; the

Tibetans, oppressed by Chinaj the Khurds, perhaps 500,000
of whom were massacred in Irak and Iran between 1955 and
today. 6^ When we channel our help through the Christian
church there is a stronger chance that the wealth we share
will find its way over a broader range of need.

And the depth that I have in mind is the depth that

insists that after you have had your bread you need some-
thing more. Man cannot live by bread alone. I like "soul"

language. But it disturbs me in the soul vocabulary to see
the word bread used for money. Money is not bread. No
one as yet has come forward to answer the agonizing ques-
tion of Jesus: "For what does it profit a man to gain the

whole world and forfeit his life!" (Mark 8;36)

We are more than individuals. More than members
of a church. We are citizens. As citizens of this country
we not only have an opportunity but a responsibility as well

to register our disapproval of national priorities as pre-
sently conceived. This concern transcends politics. It is

more than a party matter. Consider the fact that eighty

million dollars a year are now being spent on military pur-
poses. That we are gearing for the capacity to handle three

wars at once, two major and one minor. That we now have
in store six tons of explosive power for every person living

on the earth. How in the name of God can we do anything

but protest?

Rivers iders have a ready-made vehicle for making
their convictions known through the New Priorities Move-
ment which is based right here. I wasn*t particularly proud
this week to learn that hardly more than forty Rivers iders



have become identified with this movement thus far*

Jfc Jfc ^ :fc >fc: %

"Send them away. " But a voice calls that holds us

to our duty, "Give ye them to eat e " Our times call not for

diction but for action. It has been said that the two most
important days of a man's life are the day on which he was
born and the day on which he discovers why he was born.

This is why we were born: To love the Lord our God with

ail our heart and soul and mind and strength, and our neigh-

bor as ourselves . And God has so fixed life that what we
try to keep we lose, and only what we share is ultimately

secure* "Give ye them to eat."

CLOSING PRAYER

O God. turn our hearts toward Thee
and toward our brothers in their need.

Expose the inherent selfishness of the
arguments we raise to defend our
plenty in a world of want*

Help us as individuals > as citizens
s

as members of Thy church to put

Thee first

our neighbor second
and ourselves last.

Through Jesus Christ Our Lord.

Amen.
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